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🗞️  WHY IN NEWS

The Meghalaya Cabinet has approved an ordinance granting Khasi and Garo languages full official

language status alongside English in the state — the first formal legislative step toward this recognition. Both

Khasi and Garo are listed in the Eighth Schedule of the Constitution (the list of scheduled languages). The

move addresses demands from tribal communities who argue that while Khasi and Garo are the dominant

mother tongues of Meghalaya’s population, governance, courts, and administration remain functionally

English-only. The ordinance has implications for India’s broader debate about the relationship between

language, tribal identity, and federal governance.

MEGHALAYA — LINGUISTIC PROFILE

Meghalaya (literally “Abode of Clouds”) was carved out of Assam in 1972 specifically to accommodate the

aspirations of three Mongoloid tribal groups:

COMMUNITY LANGUAGE LANGUAGE FAMILY POPULATION SHARE

Khasi Khasi Austroasiatic (Munda branch) ~47%

Jaintia Pnar/Synteng Austroasiatic (closely related to Khasi) ~11%

Garo Garo Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan family) ~35%

The Three Indigenous Language Communities

Khasi is notable as an Austroasiatic language — a family that includes Vietnamese, Khmer, and

Santali — making it linguistically unrelated to most other Northeast Indian languages

Garo belongs to the Tibeto-Burman family — related to Tibetan, Burmese, Bodo, and Mizo

Both communities are matrilineal — property and lineage pass through the mother — a distinctive

social characteristic
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Before this ordinance:

The result: the dominant mother tongues of the state had no formal administrative recognition despite

constitutional provisions supporting such recognition.

THE EIGHTH SCHEDULE — INDIA’S SCHEDULED LANGUAGES

The Eighth Schedule of the Constitution lists 22 languages that receive special recognition and are

included in the Official Languages Commission’s purview:

Current Language Status in Meghalaya

Official language: English (inherited from colonial administration)

Regional Official Languages: None formally designated

Medium of instruction: English in government schools (with Khasi/Garo as subjects)

Courts: English

Government orders and proceedings: English

What Is the Eighth Schedule?
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LANGUAGE FAMILY PRIMARY STATE

Assamese Indo-Aryan Assam

Bengali Indo-Aryan West Bengal

Bodo Tibeto-Burman Assam

Dogri Indo-Aryan J&K

Gujarati Indo-Aryan Gujarat

Hindi Indo-Aryan Multiple

Kannada Dravidian Karnataka

Kashmiri Indo-Aryan J&K

Konkani Indo-Aryan Goa

Khasi Austroasiatic Meghalaya

Maithili Indo-Aryan Bihar

Malayalam Dravidian Kerala

Manipuri (Meitei) Tibeto-Burman Manipur

Marathi Indo-Aryan Maharashtra

Nepali Indo-Aryan Sikkim

Odia Indo-Aryan Odisha

Punjabi Indo-Aryan Punjab

Sanskrit Indo-Aryan —

Santali Austroasiatic Jharkhand

Sindhi Indo-Aryan —

Tamil Dravidian Tamil Nadu

Telugu Dravidian Andhra/Telangana

Urdu Indo-Aryan Multiple

Note: Garo is NOT currently in the Eighth Schedule — only Khasi is listed. Garo-speaking communities have

demanded its inclusion. The Meghalaya ordinance grants Garo state-level official status; Eighth Schedule

inclusion requires a constitutional amendment by Parliament.
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Adding a language requires a Constitutional Amendment (minimum two-thirds majority in Parliament).

The last additions were in 2003 (92nd Constitutional Amendment) when Bodo, Dogri, Maithili, and

Santali were added.

CONSTITUTIONAL PROVISIONS ON LANGUAGE RIGHTS

ARTICLE PROVISION

Article 29 Any section of citizens with a distinct language, script, or culture has the right to conserve it

Article 30 Minorities (religious or linguistic) have the right to establish and administer educational institutions

These articles protect linguistic minorities — groups whose mother tongue is not the majority language of a

state.

ARTICLE PROVISION

Article 345 State legislatures may adopt any one or more languages for official use in the state

Article 346 Official language for communication between states

Article 347 On a demand by substantial proportion of a state’s population, President may direct recognition of

their language

Article 348 English in High Courts and Supreme Court; bills and acts

Article

350A

Facilities for instruction in mother tongue at primary stage

Article 351 Directive to develop Hindi as composite culture language

Article 345 is the key provision: it explicitly allows states to adopt their own languages for official purposes —

this is what Meghalaya’s ordinance invokes.

How Languages Are Added to the Eighth Schedule

Articles 29 and 30 — Minority Rights

Articles 345–351 — Language Policy
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NORTHEAST INDIA’S LANGUAGE POLICY COMPLEXITY

India’s Three-Language Formula (recommended by Kothari Commission, 1964-66) requires students to

learn:

In practice, Meghalaya students often learn English, Hindi, and either Khasi or Garo — but official government

functions remain English-dominated.

Meghalaya operates under the Sixth Schedule of the Constitution, which provides for Autonomous

District Councils (ADCs):

ADC LANGUAGE COMMUNITY

Khasi Hills ADC Khasi

Jaintia Hills ADC Jaintia/Pnar

Garo Hills ADC Garo

ADCs can legislate on tribal customs, land use, and social matters — but official administrative language

remains English.

The Three-Language Formula

Regional language (mother tongue or state language)1

Hindi (in non-Hindi states)2

English or another modern Indian language3

Sixth Schedule — Tribal Governance

Why This Matters for Governance

Access to justice: Courts conducting proceedings in English exclude most tribal citizens who are

more comfortable in Khasi or Garo

1

Government scheme delivery: Forms, applications, and orders in English create barriers for

rural populations

2

Cultural preservation: Without institutional support, oral-tradition languages face decline3

Political representation: Arguments in legislative assembly in English disadvantage members

from rural/tribal constituencies

4
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LINGUISTIC FAMILIES IN INDIA — BROADER CONTEXT

India has four major language families:

FAMILY LANGUAGES SHARE OF POPULATION

Indo-Aryan Hindi, Bengali, Marathi, Gujarati, Odia, Punjabi, Assamese ~75%

Dravidian Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, Malayalam ~20%

Austroasiatic Santali, Mundari, Ho, Khasi ~1.2%

Tibeto-Burman Bodo, Manipuri, Garo, Mizo, Naga languages ~1.8%

Khasi’s Austroasiatic identity makes it particularly significant — it is one of the few Austroasiatic languages

to have a written script and literary tradition.

UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER ANGLE

GS2 — Polity Eighth Schedule, Articles 29/30/345/347, Sixth Schedule, ADCs, linguistic federalism

GS1 —

History/Culture

Language families, Austroasiatic, Tibeto-Burman, Northeast tribal culture, matrilineal society

GS2 — Governance Language policy, Three-Language Formula, access to justice

Mains Keywords Eighth Schedule, Article 345, Article 347, Khasi, Garo, Austroasiatic, Tibeto-Burman, ADC,

Sixth Schedule, Three-Language Formula, 92nd Amendment

FACTS CORNER

Meghalaya formed: January 21, 1972 — carved from Assam for Khasi, Jaintia, and Garo tribal

communities

Khasi language: Austroasiatic family (Munda branch) — related to Santali; in Eighth Schedule

Garo language: Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan family) — related to Bodo, Mizo; NOT in Eighth

Schedule

Both communities: Matrilineal — property and lineage pass through mother

Eighth Schedule: 22 languages; Khasi included; Garo not yet included
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RELATED KEY TERMS

KEY TERM

42nd Amendment Freeze on Delimitation
The constitutional freeze that locked Lok Sabha seat allocation to the...

KEY TERM

Advance Directive (Living Will)
A legal document in which a competent adult specifies their medical...

KEY TERM

AFSPA (Armed Forces Special Powers Act)
A central legislation granting special powers to armed forces...

KEY TERM

Anti-Conversion Laws
State laws prohibiting religious conversions achieved through...
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